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Like it or not sports figures have become high profile role 
models and heroes in contemporary popular culture. From the 
first days of the sport and media mix, sporting heroes were 
either created or emerged by some natural or unnatural 
mixing of need and admiration.   
 
Perhaps the first great American sports hero was John L. 
Sullivan in the late 19th century. Or perhaps it was John 
Morrissey from the pre-Civil War era. These Irish American 
boxers were heroes in the Irish immigrant community, 
especially when they took on and bashed the English. 
 
As the process of hero-making expanded and as sport came to 
be seen as having the ability to form character and shape 
morality--a heady piece of business seldom able to hold 
water--sports figures were held up to the public for 
emulation. By virtue of their athletic abilities they were 
said to possess moral qualities and purity of character 
regardless the empirical evidence from their actual lives.  
 
The appearance of Frank Merriwell at Yale doing a weak 
impersonation of Tom Brown at Rugby School sealed the fate 
of this unfortunate tendency in modern American culture. 
Alas since at the least the days of the Black Sox or the 
"Gipper" the equation of athletic skills with moral 
rectitude proved a flawed match.  
 
In recent years the lamentation over this failure of 
connection has been growing. In part this stems from the 
natural fallout inherent in the equation; in part it is the 
result of the confusion of celebrity with heroism; and in 
part it is the inevitable result of the deluge produced by 
over-eating the fruits from the Tree of Information. Thus 
it is over the past week that I read the disappointment 
being expressed over the actions of Allen Iverson and Tiger 
Woods with a sense of inevitability. 
 
For those concerned about Iverson's latest brushes with the 
law and the courts and what this may say about anything, I 
say, relax. What did you expect? Allen is just being Allen.  
He is a role model and hero but obviously not for you. He 
is a hero to those who grew up in the harsh urban world 
described in rap and hip-hop and who see in Allen Iverson 
someone who has made it. At the same time he is admired as 
someone who has not turned into a model of middle class 
correctness and corporate imagery.  
 
There are many young people out there in America who find 
this attractive. They are not disappointed in Allen 
Iverson. On the contrary they see that he is still one of 
them dealing with the same issues and problems they face on 
a daily basis albeit from a significantly different income 
level. If anything his troubles with the authorities will 
serve to enhance his status as hero.   
 
Allen Iverson's case points out that one of the interesting 
things that has happened in our fragmented culture is that 
role models and heroes may serve that function for only a 
small segment of the society. At the same time they may 
represent qualities that are inimical to other segments of 
the larger society.  
 
There is no longer one set of prevailing values, one 
America, one way of doing and seeing. We now live in a 
world that is full of subcultures and subgroups, and all of 
them have been duly discovered and given some modicum of 
legitimacy by the marketeers of our consumer world.  
 
And what of Tiger Woods? This man of amazing golfing skill 
has been transformed into some sort of quasi-god who not 
only endorses a jammed portfolio of products but who has 
been portrayed by some of the purveyors of these products 
as a messiah. Nike has suggested that he has come to 
correct the ills of the world of golf and perhaps even the 
wider world.  
 
Alas it is not so. This week we have discovered that as a 
golfer he has some very human qualities and as a messiah he 
has even more of these qualities. I am not certain which 
discovery is more significant or surprising.  
 
Tiger's implosion on Saturday at The Open was shocking to 
some. The questions about where the messiah stands on 
restrictions on women at certain country clubs that host 
major golf tournaments seems to have been even more 
shocking to others. Tiger dodged the question, weaseled his 
answer, and indicated that he would not be saving the world 
of golf from those who seek to prohibit "dogs and women" 
from their sacred territories.  
 
Even more disappointing Tiger seems to have taken a lead on 
this from the theological hair-splitters at CBS, IBM, and 
Coca-Cola, or maybe it was just from the boys at NIKE.  
 
Clearly his performance was disappointing to some but not 
to all. Much of the comment on sports talk radio indicates 
that Tiger said the right thing, even if it was not the 
right thing.  
 
The hero business is just a simple matter of demographics 
after all. 
 
On Sport and Society this is Dick Crepeau reminding you 
that you don't have to be a good sport to be a bad loser. 
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